Jane Reynolds

May 3, 2010

Unit 8 – Final paper

Educational Inquiry – Narrative Inquiry


Throughout the course, we have studied different forms of inquiry.  Inquiry does not only happen in a classroom of students, but educators also engage in their own inquiry processes.  Of course there are several different ways to perform an inquiry, but people who engage in inquiry have the same goal; to better themselves or educate themselves in some way.  Educators often seek out ways to teach their students in a more meaningful way while they are also bettering themselves as teachers.  One form of inquiry studied is narrative inquiry.  Vivian Paley is a teacher who realized that there were stories all around her that needed to be told.  As Paley explored ways to encourage her students to tell their stories, she realized that she also had a story to tell in which she explores ways to become the best teacher she can be for her students.  


In many forms of inquiry, the participant asks a question, and then does some form of research to find the answer to their question.  The participant, if writing for an educational purpose, will then report the questions, present the information found, then draw some kind of conclusion.  In narrative inquiry, the participant still begins with a question.  Instead of presenting the information in a fact-finding sort of way, narrative inquiry tells the story behind the questions and continues on telling the story to show the process in which those questions were answered.  Narrative inquiry also tells more of the story about the participants lives, who they are rather than simply focusing on the results.  Vivian Paley was an experienced teacher when she decided that she needed to look at her own teaching.  She realized that she “rarely paused to listen to the narratives blooming everywhere in the garden of children in which I spent my days. . . too often ignoring the delicate web being constructed by the children.”  Paley saw that there was a problem in the way that she was teaching, she was not truly hearing what the children were saying; she missed misconceptions as well as deep thought that existed within her classroom.  Paley explains that “teachers frequently establish 'proof' of the effectiveness of their methods, not in order to write a dissertation or a book, nor even necessarily to convince others, but simply because once they discover certain truths, they can no longer teach in another way."  Paley did not want to be a teacher stuck in her ways, and she wanted to share what she found through her inquiry that had worked.  Although see does not go step by step through her inquiry process, Paley explains that “apparently I needed classroom after classroom of young children demanding to be heard before I could identify my own voice and imagine my own questions."  Not only was her work in the classroom a narrative told by the children, but Paley told about her personal inquiry in the form of a narrative; she told the story of her inquiry process.


Another thing that is different about Paley’s inquiry from the other forms of inquiry studied in the course was that Paley discussed the individual students with whom she worked.  Dewey’s writings never encouraged the reader to form any kind of emotional connection to a child who was a participant in the inquiry; his example students did not have personalities, names, or any endearing childlike characteristics.  Paley’s narrative inquiry shares her personal connections with her students and in turn encourages the reader to make connections to the students she writes about. In her book The Girl With the Brown Crayon, Paley focuses on her students and the process they go through while they study Leo Lionni.  As she tells the story of her students, she also acts as a narrator explaining why she made certain decisions as the classroom story develops.  The reader gets to know Paley as a teacher, Reeny (her beloved student) and the books that the class is studying.  Not only does Paley include what her students to as part of her narrative inquiry, but also she includes her own thoughts, wonderings, and difficulties that she had as the teacher.  


As educators, we innately love children and want to see them succeed in their education and in their lives.  Giving these children names, personalities, and bringing the reader into the child’s world will engage educators on a much deeper level.  By using narrative inquiry, Paley was able to share her process and her findings by showing what the problem was and showing her process.  Paley showed the process and her gradual discovery though her narrative instead of simply telling the reader what she wants the reader what they should have learned.  By telling the story behind a situation while creating a connection to the children, the educational community will feel the problems with our education system more than if they had simply been told.  Having been introduced to Reeny, the reader will feel Vivian Paley’s heartache when her grandmother tells Paley that Reeny will no longer attend that school because of racial discrimination.  Yes, educators know that there can still be problems surrounding race in education, but until they become emotionally connected to a specific child they may not truly see, understand, and feel the problem.  Once they become connected to the problem (perhaps only though falling in love with Paley’s students) then they will be more willing to make a change to fix the problem.  


Paley did not write her book The Girl with the Brown Crayon to enlighten the public and educators to the racism in our education system, but that was one small educational problem she shed light upon in her writing.  Through narrative inquiry, the problems within the education system, whether they deal with curriculum, administration, testing, motivation, or teaching writing can become more noticed.  Once noticed, the solutions for these problems (also told in the narrative inquiry) will be more widely incorporated into educational practices.   Humans by nature are story-tellers and story listeners; people outside of the education field will also understand narrative inquiry (such as Paley’s which is generally free of teacher jargon) and will in turn see the problems that educators have known existed all along.  Teachers can only influence and bring about so much change, but this form of inquiry can inspire others to help us make those much-needed changes within the education system.


Narrative inquiry is a form of inquiry that is accessible to educators, to the community, and to anyone who wants to know more about the education system.  Narrative inquiry can tell the story of a real classroom, not the utopian classroom that exists in most people’s minds.  The stories of real problems, challenges, successes, and failures that happen in classrooms everyday across our education system can be told through narrative inquiry.  Also, the ways educators try and deal with these everyday problems make for fantastic stories.  I have not met one teacher who does not have story upon story about a failed lesson, an unmotivated child, an uninvolved parent, or that lesson that blew up in their face.  These exact same teachers also tell the stories about what they tried to right this problem, whether it succeeded or needed to be reworked.  As Paley believes, every teacher should be a writer.  If every teacher sat down daily and wrote about the day (the successes, failures, what will be tried next time) then there would be such a wealth of knowledge about how to approach any situation within the education system. Not only would the outside world know much more about what happens daily in classrooms, but the world may finally start to respect what teachers go through everyday to engage students.  


There are many different forms of inquiry.  Narrative inquiry is one that all educators would be able to perform.  It was said that all teachers should be writers.  We all have stories to tell, lesson to teach each other, and a voice that is rarely heard.  Not only does narrative inquiry shed light on the problems and successes within education, but it is accessible and powerful for readers with any interest in education.
